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Nearly half of the seven billion people on earth 
live within 60 miles of an ocean.  Land-based cities, 
and their ever-growing populations, rely on the sea for 
transportation, food, livelihoods, recreation and a place 
for refuse.  This great, untamed resource remains all but 
invisible in sustainable urbanism discussion and practice. 
This oversight is the topic of Timothy Beatley’s 2014 
book, Blue Urbanism: Exploring Connections between 
Cities and Oceans. Beatley, currently the Teresa Heinz 
Professor of Sustainable Communities at the University of 
Virginia’s School of Architecture, has written extensively 
on green urbanism, but by his own admission, he had 
overlooked the topic of oceans until his 2011 essay on 
blue urbanism in Places. While few of the individual 
ideas presented in his recent book are truly new, Blue 
Urbanism provides a compelling case for packaging 
together policies and behaviors that promote the health of 
ocean systems into a cohesive philosophy. 
This short, accessible book opens with two chapters 
that discuss the connections between oceans and cities. 
Without the heavy hand of doomsday environmentalism, 
Beatley illustrates the grave dangers that cities – really, all 
coastal development to some degree – pose to ocean life. 
Greenhouse gas emissions are rapidly changing ocean 
environments and habitats, overfishing is decimating the 
productive capacity of global fisheries, and waste and 
toxins from land-based activities have generated large 
marine “dead zones,” void of all animal life.  Beatley 
follows this exposition of the problem with three chapters 
that analyze sustainable fisheries, coastal architecture, and 
spatial planning.  In each, Beatley overviews problems that 
threaten the vitality of ocean and coastal ecosystems and 
suggests solutions with vignettes of innovative practice 
from across the developed world.  A New England fishing 
town runs a community-supported fisheries program 
modeled after community-supported agriculture, Oslo 
Opera House’s sloping rooftop plaza dips gracefully into 
the sea, and an urban marine reserve invites residents of 
Wellington, New Zealand to interact with the ocean.
The second half of the book looks at strategies to 
re-connect cities and oceans, largely on a personal level. 
Beatley explores innovations in environmental education 
and outreach related to oceans, and devotes a chapter to 
citizen science efforts that engage volunteers in collecting 
data on oceans.  Blue Urbanism concludes by invoking 
the power of moral commitments to the ocean.  Beatley’s 
even-toned plea for ethical engagement is filled with a 
sense of wonder at the ocean world and wild habitat.
From the perspective of public planning, one of the 
more innovative and interesting strategies that Beatley 
describes concerns networks of waterways in cities. 
Like the corridors of natural areas known as greenways, 
blueways are the pathways through which water moves 
through cities.  This water can include ocean water, but 
also wetlands, stream corridors, and storm runoff.  By 
taking a more systematic view of how water flows through 
a city, planners have the opportunity to enhance water 
quality and animal habitat as well as provide recreation 
amenities.  This re-framing of urban water management 
emphasizes the relationship among constituent parts of 
the natural water network instead of viewing water as 
a static resource to be managed in separate, individual 
locations.  
The blueways re-framing also encourages cities 
to consider their local ocean resources as part of their 
network, and therefore, part of the city itself.  One of the 
more thought-provoking themes of the book is that coastal 
cities ought to consider their spatial extent to include the 
nearby ocean for the purposes of planning, recreation, and 
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cities’ self-identity, if not in a legal sense.  As Beatley 
points out, we draw maps of cities that simply end at the 
coastline, as if the ocean was a flat, blue, featureless plain. 
The suggestion that we might include proximate ocean 
area in planning builds on the work of marine spatial 
planning, which has formalized decades of practice of 
managing the three-dimensional ocean for distinct human 
purposes.  Beatley’s argument is distinct, however, in that 
it seeks to integrate city planning with ocean planning, 
not just do one side-by-side the other.  Moreover, his point 
is not limited to planning, regulation, or management; he 
is suggesting that we internalize the ocean – and not just 
the coastline – as part of the city itself.
For a professional or academic planner, Beatley’s 
analysis may seem optimistic, which is intentional because 
it supports his effort to inspire a connection with oceans 
on an emotional and ethical level.  However, it is hard 
to avoid a sense of skepticism.  Longstanding conflicts 
riddle ocean management problems, from fisheries to 
non-point source pollution.  Tackling this conflict in the 
text, perhaps with an example of unusual partners coming 
together – fishermen and conservationists, regulators 
and private property owners – might have inspired some 
thinking about creative consensus-building.
Climate change poses some challenges for the Blue 
Urbanism supposition that improving personal or city-
level connections to the ocean will support healthier 
oceans.  As Beatley himself admits, while cities have taken 
great strides toward reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 
some real policy action must also occur on the national 
and international stage.  Further, while Beatley highlights 
a handful of innovative approaches to accommodating sea 
level rise in urban environments, the instinct to reduce 
human risk from coastal storms and sea level rise may 
actually pose additional threats to ocean and coastal 
health.
The major contribution of Blue Urbanism is not any 
particular idea, however; it is a philosophy of sensitive, 
intimate city-ocean relations that encompasses previously 
disparate ocean, urban, and environmental issues. 
This philosophy of coastal development, with its fluid 
movement between lifestyle and policy, feels distinctly 
twenty-first century.  It reflects our society in its current 
moment, searching for consumer- or building-scale 
solutions to problems that have deep social, political, and 
economic causes.  It is reasonable to suspect that blue 
urbanism will not serve as a blanket socio-environmental 
solution any more than the platforms of new urbanism or 
sustainable development have single-handedly delivered 
on their goals.  However, like those other movements, 
blue urbanism has great potential to inspire conversations 
that eventually lead to action.  Blue Urbanism’s accessible 
tone and interesting examples will likely bring oceans 
deeper into the consciousness of urban dwellers and onto 
the agendas of planners and decision-makers.
